People Groups and the Deaf

Reflections from the Deaf Summit, March 2002

1.  What do all deaf people have in common (the nature of the commonality)? 

Linguistic -- common use of hands (sign language), facial expressions, and body language.  Deaf depend on touch, e.g., to get attention.  

Physical --  Deaf people make noises they are not aware of:  

by the way they walk, when they chew food/gum, vocal sounds and breathing.  Deaf people depend on their eyes; eyes always moving around.  Deaf people have an inner intuition, which is very common among the Deaf.  

Ethnic -- Deaf people see "Deaf" first, e.g., when meeting a person, first question Deaf ask is "You Deaf?"  They do not see a person's nationality/race.  Deaf people connect very quickly when they find that they have common friends or know somebody.  Deaf people also ask, "You Deaf Institute?" When another Deaf responds that they have been in the Deaf Institute, they connect with each other quickly.  

Deaf all over the world have something in common: meet where there is light, USA – a Deaf’s favorite place is the kitchen because that's the brightest room in the house, Kenya -- where do you find the Deaf at night, at any place where there is a light pole, Romania -- the Deaf Clubs are lighted very dimly and there is a reason for that:  during the Communist rule, electricity was scarce and lights were dim.  

2.  What is the relationship of the individual to hearing family members, clan and ethnic group? To what extent do they continue to relate to their family and kin? 

Many Deaf who go to Deaf Institute do not have relations with their parents.  They go into the world leaving behind their family, often not seeing them again until years later.  

Deaf who grew up in the homes of their parents do not continue relations with their parents.  They prefer to be around Deaf friends.  Once they leave the home, the relationship with family lessens.  

When hearing families have reunions or any type of gatherings: if there is one Deaf person in the family, that person will either not attend the gathering or bring Deaf friends with him.  If there are two or more Deaf persons in the family, they will go into another room and chat with each other ignoring the hearing relatives.  The hearing view this as being "rude" which among the Deaf is the norm.  

Kenya -- Deaf people do not relate to their families.  They will leave the tribe and look for other Deaf persons with whom they can relate to.  Even though there may be friction between two tribes, Deaf persons from each tribe will connect with each other because of their commonality.  Differences are overlooked or not considered important.  

3.  Who do Deaf people marry? 

90% of Deaf marry Deaf (Deaf/Hearing marriages 10%).  One Pastor mentioned that of 11 Deaf/Hearing marriages that he married (including pre-marital counseling, etc.), only one are still together.  

It seems that Deaf/Hearing marriages can only be found in the United States.  Missionaries shared that they have not seen one Deaf/Hearing marriages in their fields.  There are some exceptions but there are reasons for that.   

For example in Gaza, the culture puts a heavy emphasis on the need to bear male children as opposed to female children.  It is considered awful when a child is born deaf.  The culture discourages Deaf/Deaf marriages because of the possibility of Deaf children being born.  Deaf women in Gaza almost never marry because Deaf men will only marry hearing women because of their thinking that only hearing children will be born.  

In the United States Deaf/Deaf marriages were almost always seen up until the 1970's (right time frame?) when mainstreaming was being enforced/encouraged.  Due to mainstreaming, Deaf/Hearing marriages were increasing.  Most of those marriages end up in divorce.  

There is an exception for those Deaf/Hearing(Deaf) marriages: take for example, those Hearing who themselves are CODAs (Children of Deaf Adults).  These hearing people themselves were born in the Deaf culture, their first language was sign language.  

Reasons for failures of Deaf/Hearing marriages: 

those marriages require the hearing partner to sacrifice/give up his/her world and switch over to the Deaf world.  Why?  Because the Deaf partner cannot switch over to the hearing world! It's not possible.  Therefore, the major reason for the majority of the Deaf/Hearing failures.  

Another reason is that the hearing person becomes the "mother" or "father" role, thinking that they can/need to help the Deaf person.  This leads to an uneven/unstable marriage.  

Statistical evidences show that 98% of children born to Deaf/Deaf marriages are hearing.  Only 2% of the children born to Deaf/Deaf marriages are Deaf.  

4.  How do Deaf parents relate to their children? 

Deaf parents relate great with both Deaf and hearing children.  Deaf parents do not despair when they have hearing children.  There are no communication barriers between Deaf parents and Deaf/hearing children.  

Often the hearing misunderstand the Deaf culture and how the Deaf relate with their children.  Often you will see Deaf adults sitting around talking while their children are running rampant around the building -- that is the norm -- the Deaf parents see that as giving the children the freedom that they as adults never had.  

Hearing parents always have difficulty relating with Deaf children because of communication barriers, despair or their thinking.  Parents often go to the pathological-thinking services and get information which teaches them that there is something wrong with them and that the Deaf child needs to be "fixed." That is the norm all over the world.  

A child born Deaf is born with the inner desire to use their hands, body and facial expressions for communication.  Hearing parents will suppress that by forcing the child to learn spoken language and English, which is not their first language (or what I would call their inner language).  

5.  Do Deaf have hearing children?   Do hearing parents have Deaf children?

Statistical evidences show that 98% of children born to Deaf/Deaf marriages are hearing.  Only 2% of the children born to Deaf/Deaf marriages are Deaf.  

6.  How do the Deaf relate to the hearing community at large? 

Deaf from the Deaf institute view the hearing community with a negative perspective due to oppression, etc. 

The hearing community is not "educated" on Deaf issues, cultures, etc., which often leads to miscommunications, misunderstandings.

There are often misunderstandings because the hearing community misunderstands a norm in the culture of the Deaf community.  

Those who have been “mainstreamed” often relate to the hearing community because of their upbringing.  

Deaf persons do not have the desire to be involved with the hearing community.  Their greatest desire is for the hearing community to recognize them and give them equal access, equal respect in various segments of the community such as movies, theatres, doctors, hospitals, etc.  

7.  How do children of Deaf parents relate to the ethnic/language group of their grandparents? 

Deaf children of Deaf parents relate to hearing grandparents? 

The same answer will be found in question #2, The Deaf parents already don't have a relationship with their hearing parents.  Therefore, their children won't have a close relationship with their grandparents.  

Hearing children of Deaf parents relate to hearing grandparents very well, because of communication ability, however, many Deaf parents will become suspicious of what their parents are telling their children.  Often the Deaf parents will be left out.  Problems can arise when the grandparents use their grandchildren, to become "interpreters" for their parents.  

Deaf/hearing children of Deaf parents relate to Deaf grandparents? Excellent relationship because of no communication barriers and same answer can be found in question #4.  

8.  What is the relationship of sign language to the vocal language (language of hearing family)? 

There is no relation with sign language to vocal language.  Sign language is an inner expression as opposed to natural language being taught/heard.  

9.  What is the relationship of sign language(s) to the Deaf learning vocal speech? 

No relationship of sign language to the vocal speech.  Different grammatical syntaxes, different word context.  Linguistics totally different.  

Compiled by Deaf Summit participants from study questions prepared by Orville Boyd Jenkins

Edited for form by OBJ

